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HERODOTUS A N D M A R A T H O N 
J . A . S . Evans 
Herodotus had has own p r i o r i t i e s when he wrote h i s account o f 
Marathon. "Everyone knows t h a t Herodotus' n a r r a t i v e o f Marathon w i l l 
n o t do," began A.W. Gomme, i n an essay p u b l i s h e d more than t h i r t y y e a r s 
ago, from which I have shamelessly borrowed my t i t l e . ' ' ' But i t i s our 
e a r l i e s t and b e s t account, and i t s p o i n t o f view i s more remarkable than 
most moderns have n o t i c e d . By the time Herodotus p u b l i s h e d h i s H i s t o r i e s 
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i n the e a r l y years o f the Archidamian War, Marathon had become the touch-
stone o f Athenian p a t r i o t i s m , and the fundament (or a t l e a s t a good p a r t 
o f i t ) o f her c l a i m t o be the s a v i o u r o f Greece, as Herodotus h i m s e l f 
acknowledged i n the speech t h a t he gave the Athenians a t P l a t a e a , where 
they c l a i m e d the honour o f the l e f t wing.^ There, a t Marathon, they had 
s t o o d alone a g a i n s t P e r s i a and de f e a t e d f o r t y - s i x n a t i o n s ! Y e t , i n 
Herodotus' account, what seems t o have been most s i g n i f i c a n t — s i g n i f i -
c a n t enough, a t l e a s t , t o deserve remark — was t h a t a t Marathon, f o r 
the f i r s t , Greeks charged on the double and f i r s t dared t o look w i t h o u t 
f e a r upon men i n P e r s i a n d r e s s (Hdt. 6.112.3). At Marathon, P e r s i a n 
e x p a n s i o n i s m reached i t s tide-mark. 
In f a c t , i f we loo k a t the s t r u c t u r e o f the H i s t o r i e s , i t appears 
t h a t Marathon, which f o r us i s the opening b a t t l e o f the P e r s i a n Wars, 
was, f o r Herodotus, s i m p l y the c o n c l u d i n g a c t o f the I o n i a n R e v o l t . From 
the s t a r t o f the H i s t o r i e s up t o the S c y t h i a n E x p e d i t i o n o f D a r i u s , he 
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d e a l t w i t h A s i a t i c i m p e r i a l i s m , w i t h many g e o g r a p h i c a l and e t h n o l o g i c a l 
excursuses. With the S c y t h i a n E x p e d i t i o n , P e r s i a ' s i m p e r i a l d r i v e 
brought her i n t o Europe. In i t s i n i t i a l s t a g e s , t h i s e x p e d i t i o n p r e s e n t s 
p a r a l l e l s w i t h Xerxes' i n v a s i o n : Artabanus a d v i s e s a g a i n s t b o t h , and both 
k i n g s are t e r r i b l e i n t h e i r anger a g a i n s t f a i n t - h e a r t e d s u b j e c t s , 
Oeobazus and P y t h i u s r e s p e c t i v e l y , each o f whom asks to have one o f h i s 
sons excused from m i l i t a r y s e r v i c e (Hdt. 4.83-84; 7.10; 7.39-40). I t 
a l s o i n t r o d u c e s us t o M i l t i a d e s a t the Danube b r i d g e , u r g i n g the I o n i a n s 
to make a s t r i k e f o r freedom, and i t i s the end o f M i l t i a d e s t h a t concludes 
the s t o r y o f Marathon. 
From D a r i u s ' S c y t h i a n E x p e d i t i o n , Herodotus proceeds w i t h many d i g r e s -
s i o n s — though now they are more h i s t o r i c a l than geographic — t o the 
f a i l e d r e v o l t o f I o n i a , A r i s t a g o r a s ' quest f o r h e l p , and the s h i p s sent 
by Athens and E r e t r i a , which were the b e g i n n i n g s o f e v i l (Hdt. 5.97.3). 
The s t o r y moves on to the b a t t l e o f Lade where the d i s u n i t e d , i r r e s o l u t e 
I o n i a n s were d e f e a t e d by a P e r s i a n f l e e t o f s i x hundred s h i p s , then t o 
the f a l l o f M i l e t u s , and Mardonius' e x p e d i t i o n which, Herodotus (6.43.4) 
c l a i m s , was aimed a t Athens and E r e t r i a . And f i n a l l y , he reaches 
Marathon, where Greeks f o r the f i r s t , face the t e r r i b i l t a o f P e r s i a n 
i m p e r i a l i s m and surmount i t . "For up u n t i l t h e n," wrote Herodotus (6.112. 
3 ) , "even the name o f the P e r s i a n s was a f e a r f u l t h i n g f o r the Greeks t o 
h e a r . " 4 
The d e f e a t e d P e r s i a n f l e e t r e t u r n e d t o A s i a and death soon removed 
Darius from the stage. The s t o r y o f Xerxes' e x p e d i t i o n s t a r t s w i t h a new, 
more developed i n t r o d u c t i o n . Marathon was o n l y a p r e l i m i n a r y episode 
t h a t ended the I o n i a n R e v o l t w i t h g r a p h i c p r o o f t h a t the P e r s i a n s were 
not i n v u l n e r a b l e . 
Herodotus' n a r r a t i v e has s u f f e r e d from b e i n g put i n t o what he deemed 
to be i t s h i s t o r i c a l c o n t e x t , but i t i s , n e v e r t h e l e s s , our e a r l i e s t and 
b e s t account, and any e f f o r t t o r e c o n s t r u c t the b a t t l e must s t a r t w i t h i t . 
The P e r s i a n commanders were D a t i s , a Mede, whose two sons, Harmamithras 
and T i t h a e u s , commanded Xerxes' c a v a l r y ten years l a t e r (Hdt. 7.88.1) 5, 
and D a r i u s ' nephew, Artaphernes, the son o f the s a t r a p o f S a r d i s d u r i n g the 
I o n i a n R e v o l t . T h e i r f l e e t , which i n c l u d e d h o r s e - t r a n s p o r t s , made an 
u n h u r r i e d voyage a c r o s s the Aegean to Euboea, t a k i n g time t o sack Naxos, 
reassure the D e l i a n s , and accept submission and c o n t r i b u t i o n s from o t h e r 
i s l a n d e r s . When they reached C a r y s t u s , they met r e s i s t a n c e , and had t o 
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l a y s i e g e t o i t u n t i l the C a r y s t i a n s gave way. Then they s a i l e d on t o 
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A l i v e r i o u Bay, some ten to f i f t e e n m i l e s e a s t of E r e t r i a , where they 
disembarked t h e i r men and horses. The E r e t r i a n s r e s o l v e d t o stand s i e g e , 
and d i d so f o r s i x days u n t i l two E r e t r i a n 66xi|i.ot, Euphorbos and 
P h i l a g r o s , b e t r a y e d the town. The P e r s i a n s sacked E r e t r i a ' s temples i n 
revenge f o r the b u r n i n g o f the temples of S a r d i s , and e n s l a v e d the 
E r e t r i a n s . Then, a f t e r w a i t i n g a few days, they s a i l e d f o r Marathon, 
h o p i n g t o r e p e a t t h e i r e x p l o i t a t E r e t r i a . The whole t r i p from Samos t o 
Marathon can h a r d l y have taken much l e s s than a month.' 
Marathon was near E r e t r i a , and i t was a good p l a c e f o r horses: the 
v e r b Herodotus uses, £vLnneT5o-<n., i s taken t o mean "good f o r c a v a l r y 
manoeuvring," which Marathon may have been i n r e l a t i o n t o the r e s t o f 
A t t i c a , an area n o t o r i o u s l y bad f o r i t (Hdt. 9.13.3; Thuc. 7.27.5); but 
i t might a l s o mean "good f o r m a i n t a i n i n g c a v a l r y . " But the r e a l reason 
why the P e r s i a n s made f o r Marathon Herodotus mentions l a s t : H i p p i a s l e d 
them ther e (Hdt. 6.102; 6.107.1). They had brought H i p p i a s w i t h them, 
a p p a r e n t l y w i t h the i n t e n t i o n of r e - e s t a b l i s h i n g h i s tyranny and p u t t i n g 
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Athens on the same b a s i s as the I o n i a n c i t i e s , as a v a s s a l s t a t e , and 
p r o b a b l y they assumed t h a t H i p p i a s had an i n f l u e n t i a l body o f s u p p o r t e r s 
i n Athens. H i p p i a s , w i t h the z e a l o f an e x i l e , no doubt had promoted 
the view t h a t h i s s u p p o r t e r s would be w i l l i n g c o l l a b o r a t o r s . But, s i n c e 
H i p p i a s was the P e r s i a n guide and a d v i s o r , i t i s f a i r t o look a t h i s 
r e c o r d as a s t r a t e g i s t . Marathon was not as near t o E r e t r i a as Oropos, 
which might have recommended i t s e l f t o the P e r s i a n s i f they had been 
p l a n n i n g a l i g h t n i n g s t r i k e a g a i n s t Athens. But H i p p i a s had s e t out from 
E r e t r i a and landed a t Marathon once b e f o r e . 
A f t e r P i s i s t r a t u s was e x p e l l e d from h i s tyranny a second time by an 
a l l i a n c e o f Megacles and Lycurgus, he went t o E r e t r i a where he h e l d a 
f a m i l y c o u n c i l , and i t was the young H i p p i a s who argued f o r an attempt t o 
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r e c o v e r the tyranny (Hdt. 1.61 _64). A decade o r more passed, and then 
the P i s i s t r a t i d s c r o s s e d from E r e t r i a and landed a t Marathon. There they 
encamped w h i l e t h e i r s u p p o r t e r s j o i n e d them, and t h e i r opponents i n 
Athens made no move u n t i l the P i s i s t r a t i d s advanced from Marathon. The 
d e c i s i v e b a t t l e was fought a t P a l l e n e . 
We get another glimpse o f H i p p i a s 1 t a l e n t s i n 511 B.C. (Hdt. 5.63). 
A n c h i m o l i u s landed a f o r c e a t Ph a l e r o n . The P i s i s t r a t i d s , who had 
equipped themselves w i t h a thousand T h e s s a l i a n horsemen, c l e a r e d the p l a i n 
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of P h a l e r o n t o make i t s u i t a b l e f o r c a v a l r y a c t i o n and launched an a t t a c k 
on the Spar t a n camp. The Spartan f o r c e was c u t t o p i e c e s . There was 
probably an element o f s u r p r i s e i n t h e i r a t t a c k , but the f a t e o f 
Anc h i m o l i u s demonstrates t h a t c a v a l r y , s k i l f u l l y used on s u i t a b l e t e r r a i n , 
c o u l d be d e a d l y . 1 0 
When the Athenians l e a r n e d "these t h i n g s , " t h a t i s , the P e r s i a n 
approach to Marathon, o r perhaps t h e i r a c t u a l d i s e m b a r k a t i o n , they went 
to Marathon l e d by t h e i r ten g e n e r a l s , o f whom M i l t i a d e s was the t e n t h 
(Hdt. 6.103.1). Before they l e f t Athens — but a f t e r the news o f E r e t r i a ' s 
f a l l had reached them — they had sent P h i l i p p i d e s t o S p a r t a t o ask S p a r t a 
f o r h e l p , but the Spartans r e p l i e d t h a t i t was s t i l l the n i n t h o f the 
month, and they c o u l d not march out un l e s s the moon was f u l l . 1 1 The 
Athenians a t Marathon encamped i n the temenos o f the H e r a k l e i o n , and 
there the P l a t a e a n s j o i n e d them w i t h t h e i r f u l l army. 
The t e n g e n e r a l s were e v e n l y s p l i t . H a l f , l e d by M i l t i a d e s , wanted 
to f i g h t , and the o t h e r h a l f d i d not. They were not, i t seems, f o r r e -
t r e a t i n g to Athens, even i f t h a t were p r a c t i c a b l e , but si m p l y f o r d e l a y i n g 
b a t t l e , and so Herodotus can w r i t e t h a t the stalemate meant t h a t the 
worse p o l i c y was p r e v a i l i n g (6.109.2). Then M i l t i a d e s t u r n e d t o the p o l e -
march, C a l l i m a c h u s . The whole episode — even the words w i t h which 
M i l t i a d e s began h i s approach t o the polemarch — i s c l o s e l y p a r a l l e l to 
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T h e m i s t o c l e s ' appeal t o Eurybiades before S a l a m i s . On C a l l i m a c h u s ' 
d e c i s i o n hung the f a t e o f Athens, t o say n o t h i n g o f the l i b e r t y o f the 
Greeks.' The t r a d i t i o n t h a t M i l t i a d e s was the moving s p i r i t behind the 
b a t t l e was s o l i d l y based; there was a document e x t a n t i n the f o u r t h 
c e n t u r y t h a t p u r p o r t e d to be the decree M i l t i a d e s had c a r r i e d i n the 
assembly d i r e c t i n g the army t o march out t o Marathon. 1^ But i s the 
debate on the b a t t l e f i e l d i t s e l f h i s t o r i c a l as Herodotus r e p o r t s i t ? 
Probably not. I t i s an a r t i s t i c d e v i c e t h a t heightens the drama by 
making the f a t e o f Greece hang on the c h o i c e o f one man o f no g r e a t im-
po r t a n c e , who was "chosen by the bean"! 
Ca l l i m a c h u s made a ch o i c e t h a t was v i n d i c a t e d by h i s t o r y , and the 
ge n e r a l s who supported M i l t i a d e s turned over t h e i r days o f command t o 
him, but even so he de l a y e d u n t i l h i s own day. Then, w i t h o u t w a i t i n g any 
long e r f o r the Spartans, he a t t a c k e d , u s i n g a no v e l and r i s k y t a c t i c . 
He made h i s b a t t l e l i n e e q u a l i n l e n g t h to the P e r s i a n l i n e , which he 
must have seen i n f o r m a t i o n , presumably as i t advanced a c r o s s the p l a i n , 
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and measured w i t h an e x p e r i e n c e d eye. To achieve t h i s , he t h i n n e d the 
14 
ranks i n the c e n t r e , but maintained the depth o f h i s wings. His p l a n 
was t o h o l d the s t r o n g P e r s i a n c e n t r e l o n g enough f o r h i s l e f t and r i g h t 
w i n g s, e i g h t ranks deep, to crash i n t o the weaker P e r s i a n wings, r o u t 
them, and then wheel around on t o the f l a n k s o f the P e r s i a n c e n t r e . The 
t a c t i c i a n who c o n c e i v e d t h i s p l a n was f a m i l i a r w i t h the P e r s i a n p r a c t i c e 
o f p l a c i n g t h e i r commander w i t h the b e s t t r o o p s i n the c e n t r e of the 
b a t t l e l i n e , 1 ^ and M i l t i a d e s , who had fought a l o n g s i d e the P e r s i a n s i n 
the p a s t , was j u s t such a man. 
F o r the t a c t i c t o work as planned, i t was a d v i s a b l e f o r the Greeks 
t o h i t the P e r s i a n l i n e w i t h some momentum, and Herodotus w r i t e s t h a t 
t h e y charged dpou^i. 1^ The P e r s i a n s , Herodotus i n d i c a t e s , prepared t o 
r e c e i v e the charge, and were s u r p r i s e d t o see the h o p l i t e l i n e advancing 
w i t h o u t the support o f c a v a l r y o r a r c h e r s . T h i s i s g e n e r a l l y taken t o 
mean t h a t the P e r s i a n s themselves d i d have c a v a l r y and a r c h e r s , whereas 
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the Greeks had n e i t h e r , but the l i t e r a l meaning o f what Herodotus 
wrote i s t h a t the P e r s i a n s d i d not see any c a v a l r y o r a r c h e r s on the 
Greek s i d e . The b a t t l e went on f o r a l o n g time, but e v e n t u a l l y the Greek 
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c e n t r e broke and f l e d i n l a n d . T a c t i c s o f the s o r t t h a t Athenians 
used c a l l e d f o r t h e i r c e n t r e t o p i n the P e r s i a n s o p p o s i t e them long 
enough f o r t h e i r wings t o d e f e a t the P e r s i a n wings, and i f the Greek 
c e n t r e had broken t o o soon, w h i l e the b a t t l e on the wings was s t i l l 
b e i n g h o t l y c o n t e s t e d , i t i s hard t o understand how the Greeks c o u l d have 
a v o i d e d d e f e a t . Marathon was a c l o s e - f o u g h t t h i n g . The v i c t o r y s h o u l d 
n o t make us f o r g e t the t e r r i b l e r i s k which the Athenians took, which 
they c o u l d have av o i d e d t o a g r e a t e x t e n t s i m p l y by w a i t i n g f o r the 
S p a r t a n s t o a r r i v e . 
A t h e n i a n t r a d i t i o n i n s i s t e d t h a t the A t h e n i a n s — s p e c i f i c a l l y 
M i l t i a d e s — chose the day o f b a t t l e , and one might suppose t h a t t h i s was 
a l s o a P h i l a i d f a m i l y t r a d i t i o n . Herodotus i m p l i e s a p e r s o n a l motive 
f o r M i l t i a d e s ' c h o i c e : a d i s i n c l i n a t i o n t o share the g l o r y o f v i c t o r y . 
P e r s o n a l motives s h o u l d not be d i s r e g a r d e d i n a n c i e n t b a t t l e s , o r i n 
modern ones, f o r t h a t matter, but i n t h i s case Herodotus seems to have 
misunderstood the c o n s t i t u t i o n a l s i t u a t i o n . I t was the polemarch who 
commanded the r i g h t wing, and i f i t was w i t h i n the power o f the Greeks 
t o choose the day o f b a t t l e , the polemarch must have had a v o i c e . The 
t a c t i c s o f Marathon may belong t o M i l t i a d e s , and he may have been the 
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moving s p i r i t behind the d e c i s i o n not t o stand s i e g e i n the c i t y as 
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E r e t r i a had attempted, but the choice o f the day c o u l d not have been 
d e c i d e d by h i s p e r s o n a l whim. There must have been o t h e r s o l i d reasons 
f o r i t as w e l l . 
The P e r s i a n army f l e d , the wings f i r s t , f o l l o w e d by those t r o o p s 
i n the cen t r e t h a t got away. The p a i n t i n g o f Marathon i n the Stoa 
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P o i k i l e showed a d i s o r d e r e d r o u t w i t h the P e r s i a n s crowding each o t h e r 
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i n t o the Great Marsh. The s h i p s , which had perhaps been l y i n g a t anchor, 
s h e l t e r e d by the rocky promontory o f Cynosoura, p u l l e d i n t o the shore 
to p i c k up the f u g i t i v e s . At t h i s p o i n t , Herodotus' d e s c r i p t i o n t a k e s 
on Homeric ov e r t o n e s , but i n f a c t the Athenians c a p t u r e d no more than 
seven s h i p s . The f l e e t paused t o p i c k up the E r e t r i a n p r i s o n e r s , who had 
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been d e p o s i t e d a t A i g i l i a , and pr o b a b l y reached Phaleron the next day. 
They found the Athenians a l r e a d y t h e r e , w i t h t h e i r camp a t the H e r a k l e i o n 
i n Cynosarges. Herodotus i m p l i e s t h a t the P e r s i a n s hoped to get to 
Ph a l e r o n before the Athenian army c o u l d r e t u r n from Marathon, but t h a t 
was s u r e l y a f o r l o r n hope, and i n any case, they had had t o l o s e time 
p i c k i n g up the E r e t r i a n p r i s o n e r s . T h e i r t a c t i c s must s t i l l have been 
guided by the b e l i e f t h a t t h e r e were P i s i s t r a t i d s u p p o r t e r s i n s i d e the 
c i t y s t i l l w i l l i n g t o c o l l a b o r a t e i f they c o u l d make c o n t a c t w i t h them. 
The f l e e t rode o f f Phaleron f o r a s h o r t w h i l e — pr o b a b l y o v e r n i g h t — 
and then s a i l e d f o r home. Two thousand Spartans (a l a r g e f o r c e , i f i t 
i s compared w i t h the number sent t o Tempe o r Thermopylae i n 480 B.C.) 
s e t out f o r Athens immediately a f t e r the f u l l moon removed the r e l i g i o u s 
ban and a r r i v e d i n three days: i f the f u l l moon was t h a t o f September 9 t h , 
23 
they a r r i v e d on September 12th. 
The s h i e l d s i g n a l i s i n t r o d u c e d w i t h an element o f doubt. Herodotus 
(6.124.2) a s s e r t s t h a t there was one, and t h a t i n Athens the blame f e l l 
upon the Alkmaeonidai, f o r i t was a l l e g e d t h a t the P e r s i a n s s a i l e d t o 
Ph a l e r o n because o f a pre-arranged s i g n a l made t o them w i t h a s h i e l d 
a f t e r they were embarked. Almost c e r t a i n l y the reason why the f l e e t 
s a i l e d t o Phaleron was the hope t h a t i t might s t i l l make c o n t a c t w i t h the 
c o l l a b o r a t o r s , and s i g n a l l i n g w i t h auo-np-a (a s h i e l d might do very w e l l : 
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Lysander used one a t the b a t t l e o f Aegospotami ) was e s t a b l i s h e d 
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m i l i t a r y p r a c t i c e . However, the f l a s h i n g s h i e l d of Marathon t h a t 
s i g n a l l e d from Mt. P e n t e l i o r the s l o p e s o f A g r i e l i k i i s a modern myth, 
and i n v o l v e s o p t i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s . ^ Scouts o p e r a t i n g by day 
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(T]utpoax6ncH) r a i s e d a u o r r j i a from p o s i t i o n s where they c o u l d be seen by 
the naked eye, and over l o n g d i s t a n c e s they used r e l a y s ; they d i d not 
r e l y on f l a s h i n g o b j e c t s . The s i g n a l was made from some p o i n t v i s i b l e 
t o the P e r s i a n f l e e t , and though we can o n l y s p e c u l a t e where the s i g -
n a l l e r s t o o d , the b e s t guess may be upon some h a l f - r u i n e d w a l l i n the 
deme o f Marathon. L i k e w i s e , we can o n l y s p e c u l a t e whether the s i g n a l l e r 
was the l a s t o f a r e l a y o r a s o l i t a r y c o l l a b o r a t o r w i l l i n g to take a 
r i s k , and i n any case, the P e r s i a n s might have chosen t o s a i l t o Phaleron 
w i t h o u t the b e n e f i t of the s i g n a l . However, we sh o u l d take Herodotus a t 
h i s word. The t r a d i t i o n t h a t he r e p o r t e d l e f t no doubt t h a t t h e r e was 
a s i g n a l , and the f l e e t did s a i l t o Phaleron i n the hope t h a t t r a i t o r s 
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i n Athens might s t i l l be a b l e t o b e t r a y the c i t y . 
So much f o r Herodotus' account of Marathon, and, as Gomme observed, 
i t " w i l l not do." However, the fla w s are s i n s o f o m i s s i o n . There i s no 
reason t o t h i n k t h a t he e n t i r e l y misunderstood the P e r s i a n t a c t i c s , and 
we can make some i n f e r e n c e s from what he does r e p o r t which have a c l a i m 
t o t r u t h . F i r s t : on the aim o f the P e r s i a n s t r a t e g y . T h i s used t o 
concern an o l d e r g e n e r a t i o n o f s c h o l a r s , whose s p e c u l a t i o n s l e d t o 
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t h e o r i e s f a r removed from Herodotus' account. I t seems l i k e l y t h a t the 
aged H i p p i a s was t r y i n g t o repeat a s t r a t e g y t h a t had served the 
P i s i s t r a t i d s w e l l i n 546 B.C. At t h a t time, P i s i s t r a t u s ' s u p p o r t e r s i n 
A t t i c a had j o i n e d him a t Marathon, and h i s foes f a i l e d t o march out t o 
meet him u n t i l he advanced towards the c i t y . H i p p i a s and D a t i s hoped 
t h a t h i s t o r y would r e p e a t i t s e l f , a t l e a s t t o the e x t e n t t h a t some 
s u p p o r t e r s would j o i n them a t Marathon, and the s t o r i e s i n P l a t o and 
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Drodorus about D a t i s ' message t o the Athenians demanding s u r r e n d e r , 
o r l a y i n g c l a i m t o Athens on the ground o f h i s descent from Medos, Medea's 
son, and even the t r a d i t i o n about h i s bad Greek t h a t t u r n s up i n 
A r i s t o p h a n e s 3 0 w i t h i n the l i f e s p a n o f v e t e r a n s o f the b a t t l e , may d e r i v e 
from an a c t u a l p r o c l a m a t i o n t h a t D a t i s made. The p r o c l a m a t i o n would 
have gone a t l e a s t t o the t e t r a p o l i s o f Marathon, T r i k o r y n t h o s , Oinoe, 
and P r o b a l i n t h o s . The s t r a t e g y o f working w i t h c o l l a b o r a t o r s was one 
t h a t P e r s i a had used w i t h s k i l l i n the p a s t : a t the b a t t l e o f Lade, where 
D a t i s was perhaps a d m i r a l o f the P e r s i a n f l e e t , i t had been used w i t h 
s u c c e s s ( H d t . 6.109.5), and the Athenians were aware o f the danger. But 
a p p a r e n t l y the P i s i s t r a t i d s u p p o r t e r s h e s i t a t e d . 
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The second i n f e r e n c e concerns what the P e r s i a n movements were on the 
day o f the b a t t l e when M i l t i a d e s chose t o a t t a c k . I f the A thenians 
c o u l d draw up t h e i r b a t t l e l i n e to e q u a l the l e n g t h o f the P e r s i a n l i n e , 
they must have a l r e a d y known i t s l e n g t h ; 3 1 Whether the P e r s i a n s expected 
t o be a t t a c k e d o r n o t , on the day o f b a t t l e they must have been moving 
i n f o r m a t i o n towards the Greek p o s i t i o n . However, t h a t b r i n g s us to the 
n e x t vexed q u e s t i o n : the topography o f the p l a i n . 
Topography of Marathon 
The p l a i n o f Marathon has changed g r e a t l y s i n c e 490 B.C., but thanks 
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to r e c e n t r e s e a r c h the main p o i n t s are now i d e n t i f i e d w i t h some c e r t a i n -
t y . In 490, the Charadra, which used t o have a good f l o w o f water before 
the b u i l d i n g o f the Marathon Dam, flowed a l o n g the f o o t h i l l s o f 
S t a v r o k o r a k i i n t o the "Great Marsh." I t s course must have run a s h o r t 
d i s t a n c e n o r t h o f the M e s o p o r i t i s s a c h a p e l , and n e i t h e r the P e r s i a n nor 
the Greek army had to c r o s s i t . 3 3 The s m a l l marsh o f B r e x i s a , between 
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Mt. A g r i e l i k i and the sea, now p a r t i a l l y d r a i n e d , d i d not e x i s t . The 
deme o f Marathon can be put a t P l a s i , as P r i t c h e t t suggested i n 1969, 3^ 
where the Charadra, f o l l o w i n g i t s modern c o u r s e , c u t s through the p l a i n 
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t o the sea. The " M i l t i a d e s monument" st o o d near the M e s o p o r i t i s s a 
c h a p e l , f a i r l y c l o s e to the "Great Marsh," o r marshy l a k e , which i t must 
have been i n 490 B.C.; i n 1884-85 von Eschenberg, w h i l e making a survey 
o f the p l a i n , r e p o r t e d the d i s c o v e r y o f a g r e a t mass o f bones l y i n g i n 
d i s o r d e r i n the a r e a o f t h i s same chapel and e x t e n d i n g e a s t as f a r as the 
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marsh. These may have been the m o r t a l remains o f D a t i s ' army, f o r 
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Pausanias r e p o r t s t h a t the Athenians b u r i e d them, but he c o u l d not f i n d 
t h e i r grave. 
The Soros no doubt marks the p l a c e where the Greeks and P e r s i a n s 
j o i n e d b a t t l e , but we have no grounds f o r i n s i s t i n g t h a t i t marked the 
very spot where the Greek c e n t r e broke, nor even t h a t i t marked the 
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b a t t l e s i t e w i t h mathematical e x a c t i t u d e . In the e a r l y n i n e t e e n t h 
c e n t u r y , E.D. C l a r k e and Leake both saw a s m a l l tomb a l i t t l e t o the 
n o r t h o f the Soros, and t h i s has a g r e a t e r c l a i m to be the tomb o f the 
P l a t a e a n s than the tumulus d i s c o v e r e d i n 1970 by the ephor E. Mastrokostas 
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and excavated by M a r i n a t o s . The p r e c i n c t o f H e r a k l e s , where the 
Athenians camped, cannot have been a t Vrana, c l o s e to the c h a p e l o f St 
Demetrios, where S o t e r i a d e s l o c a t e d i t , but n o r t h of the B r e x i s a swamp. 
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41 a t the f o o t o f A g r i e l i k i , and i n the area o f the same swamp, we must 
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p l a c e the deme o f P r o b a l i n t h o s . There was no pass of Thermopylae 
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between Marathon and Athens, as Whatley observed i n a shrewd d e m o l i t i o n 
o f the t h e o r i e s o f Munro, Grundy, and t h e i r f o l l o w e r s ; but the p o i n t i s 
not as w e l l taken as i t seems to be. I f the P e r s i a n s were t o march along 
the road t o Athens, they had t o n e u t r a l i z e P r o b a l i n t h o s and p r o t e c t 
themselves a g a i n s t an a t t a c k from the Athenians a t the H e r a k l e i o n . More-
ov e r , time was a g a i n s t them. H i p p i a s , who was s t i l l t h i s s i d e o f s e n i l i t y , 
knew the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the f u l l moon, and the P e r s i a n s , who knew what 
had happened to t h e i r h e r a l d s i n Sp a r t a the year b e f o r e , cannot have 
been under i l l u s i o n s about Sparta's a t t i t u d e . I t was the Athenians who 
would g a i n by d e l a y i n g b a t t l e , and the P e r s i a n s who would l o s e . 
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The P e r s i a n anchorage was o f f the S c h i n i a i n the l e e o f Cynosoura, 
but the s h o r e l i n e seems t o have a l t e r e d t o some e x t e n t s i n c e 490 B.C. 
Themelis p l a c e s the f i f t h - c e n t u r y beach s l i g h t l y l e s s than a m i l e 
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(1,500 metres) n o r t h o f i t s modern c o u n t e r p a r t . Here i s an area o f 
some u n c e r t a i n t y , which means t h a t we cannot be sure e x a c t l y where the 
P e r s i a n army bivouacked; pr o b a b l y i t was c l o s e to the anchorage o f the 
f l e e t and hence t o the south and south-east o f the marshy l a k e . However, 
i t i s s t i l l t r u e t h a t , t o reach the SoroS on the day o f b a t t l e , the 
P e r s i a n s had t o advance a t l e a s t two m i l e s and p r o b a b l y more, s k i r t i n g 
the deme o f Marathon, which may have p a r t i a l l y hidden them from view u n t i l 
they got p a s t i t . The d i s t a n c e between the H e r a k l e i o n a t the f o o t o f 
A g r i e l i k i and the Soros i s l e s s than h a l f t h a t d i s t a n c e . I t i s hard to 
a v o i d the c o n c l u s i o n t h a t whether the P e r s i a n s expected the Greeks t o 
a t t a c k o r n o t , they were advancing i n b a t t l e o r d e r towards the Greek 
camp b e f o r e M i l t i a d e s launched h i s charge. 
Some o f the P e r s i a n s who f l e d were d r i v e n i n t o the marshy l a k e . 
When due allowance i s made f o r the a l t e r a t i o n o f the s h o r e l i n e , the 
Homeric s t r u g g l e a t the s h i p s p r o b a b l y took p l a c e not f a r south o f the 
M e s o p o r i t i s s a c h a p e l , and the P e r s i a n s who were pushed i n t o the l a k e 
were f u g i t i v e s who had somehow got separated from t h e i r f e l l o w s . I t may 
have been i n t h a t g e n e r a l a r e a , where von Eschenberg found human remains, 
t h a t the Athenians dumped the P e r s i a n dead i n t o a common grave, and i t 
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may have been ther e t h a t they s u f f e r e d t h e i r h e a v i e s t c a s u a l t i e s . 
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The Problem o f the C a v a l r y 
There can be no doubt t h a t the P e r s i a n e x p e d i t i o n a r y f o r c e i n c l u d e d 
c a v a l r y , f o r i t i n c l u d e d h o r s e - t r a n s p o r t s , but a f t e r the horses were 
disembarked on Euboea we hear no more o f them (Hdt. 6.58.2; 6.95; 6.101.1). 
Marathon was s u i t a b l e f o r h o r s e s , and the P e r s i a n s were s u r p r i s e d t o see 
the Athenians a t t a c k w i t h o u t the support o f c a v a l r y and a r c h e r s , which 
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i s taken t o i m p l y t h a t they themselves had both (Hdt. 6.102; 6.112.2). 
But n o t h i n g i s s a i d o f the p a r t they took i n the b a t t l e . 
L a t e r t r a d i t i o n had no doubts about t h e i r presence on the b a t t l e -
f i e l d . Nepos numbered them a t 10,000. Diodorus mentions 850 horses-
t r a n s p o r t s . Pausanias wrote t h a t a man who s t o o d by the M i l t i a d e s monu-
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ment a t n i g h t might s t i l l hear the n e i g h i n g o f h o r s e s . The p i c t u r e o f 
Marathon p a i n t e d c. 460 B.C. i n the Stoa P o i k i l e a p p a r e n t l y i n c l u d e d 
horses i n the b a t t l e , f o r the B r e s c i a sarcophagus fragment which d e r i v e s 
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from i t shows a horse i n the s t r u g g l e by the s h i p s and the south 
f r i e z e o f the Nike temple which may a l s o d e r i v e from i t , shows h o p l i t e s 
f i g h t i n g mounted P e r s i a n s . F i n a l l y , P l i n y s t a t e s t h a t a l f a l f a was 
i n t r o d u c e d from Media t o Greece "per b e l l a Persarum quae D a r i u s i n t u l i t , " ^ 1 
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and a l f a l f a was the fodder o f choi c e f o r ho r s e s . The q u a l i t y o f the 
evidence v a r i e s , b ut i t a l l p o i n t s to the presence of c a v a l r y . 
The problem i s t o a s s i g n i t a r o l e . Nepos g i v e s a morsel o f i n f o r -
mation which has been h e a v i l y i n t e r p r e t e d . He t e l l s how the Athenians 
made camp a t Marathon, and then c o n t i n u e s : "Then, the next day, he drew 
up h i s b a t t l e l i n e a t the f o o t o f the mountain i n a p l a c e which was not 
ve r y open and j o i n e d b a t t l e ( f o r t h e r e were t r e e s s c a t t e r e d about i n 
many p l a c e s ) w i t h t h i s s t r a t e g y i n mind: t h a t h i s f o r c e s would be p r o -
t e c t e d by the h i g h h i l l s , and the c a v a l r y of the enemy would be pr e v e n t e d 
by a f o r e s t e d area (an area o f t r e e s ) from s u r r o u n d i n g them w i t h t h e i r 
g r e a t numbers."^ 3 The L a t i n o f t h i s passage has taxed the i n g e n u i t y o f 
s c h o l a r s who have used i t to show t h a t M i l t i a d e s made a stockade o r an 
abattis of f e l l e d t r e e s (tractus can mean " h a u l i n g " as w e l l as " t r a c t , " 
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and might r e f e r t o l o g s b e i n g dragged i n t o p o s i t i o n ) , but on the face 
o f i t , i t appears t h a t Nepos b e l i e v e d t h a t the P e r s i a n s would use en-
v e l o p i n g t a c t i c s w i t h t h e i r c a v a l r y as Hannibal d i d a t Cannae, and 
M i l t i a d e s c o untered by drawing up h i s l i n e i n a l i g h t l y - t r e e d area where 
h i s r e a r was p r o t e c t e d by h i g h h i l l s . However, Nepos was a n a c h r o n i s t i c ; 
i n 490 B.C., Hannibal's c a v a l r y t a c t i c s l a y f a r o f f i n the f u t u r e . 
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A second morsel o f i n f o r m a t i o n comes from the Byzantine encyclopae-
d i a , the Suda, put t o g e t h e r by a group o f s c h o l a r s , perhaps i n the r e i g n 
o f John T z i m i s c e s (967-76). Some of i t s sources, such as the t e x t and 
s c h o l i a o f A r i s t o p h a n e s , are easy to t r a c e , but the source f o r the e n t r y 
X^pic, i n n t i c . i s u n k n o w n . M o r e o v e r , the t r a n s l a t i o n i s f u l l o f d i f f i c u l -
t i e s , p a r t l y because the Greek i s A t t i c w r i t t e n by Byzantine s c h o l a r s f o r 
whom the meaning of some o f the words may have changed. The f o l l o w i n g 
i s an attempt: 
"The horses are a p a r t (or are away). When D a t i s invaded 
A t t i c a , men say t h a t the I o n i a n s , when he had withdrawn (or 
gone away), came up i n l a n d t o a wooded area (or c l i m b e d t r e e s ) 
and t o l d (or s i g n a l l e d to) the Athenians t h a t t h e i r horses were 
a p a r t (or away o r b r i g a d e d by themselves o r possibly o f f on a 
s e p a r a t e mission.) And M i l t i a d e s who took n o t i c e o f t h e i r 
d e p a r t u r e (or understood what they were up to) thus a t t a c k e d 
and won a v i c t o r y . Whence the aphorism i s s a i d o f those who 
break up (or d e s t r o y ) b a t t l e o r d e r (or an army detachment, 
or possibly even an army)." 
The aphorism appears i n no e a r l i e r c o l l e c t i o n , and whatever i t s 
source i t s u r f a c e s f i r s t i n the Suda. 
The value o f the Suda e n t r y i s t h a t i t p r o v i d e s what Herodotus' 
account l a c k s : a r a t i o n a l motive f o r M i l t i a d e s ' a t t a c k b e f o r e the 
S p a r t a n a r r i v a l . The I o n i a n s s e r v i n g i n the P e r s i a n f l e e t gave M i l t i a d e s 
word t h a t the c a v a l r y was engaged i n some manoeuvre t h a t would take them 
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away from the main f o r c e . But the mention o f the I o n i a n s should make 
us wary. T h i s e n t r y d e r i v e s from an I o n i a n t r a d i t i o n which g i v e s the 
I o n i a n s a share i n the g l o r y o f Marathon. I t i s p r o b a b l y based on a 
l e g e n d which, i n t u r n , may have been based on some a c t i o n , a u t h e n t i c o r 
n o t , t h a t was r e p o r t e d i n one o f the l o s t Persika. We can o n l y con-
j e c t u r e what the legend was, but the l a t e r t r a d i t i o n we have about 
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Marathon p r e s e r v e s b i t s and p i e c e s of a g r e a t many legends, and we can 
p a t c h one t o g e t h e r t h a t might serve as an example. For i n s t a n c e , perhaps 
D a t i s broke o f f a p a r l e y w i t h the Athenians ( d i d he use the o c c a s i o n t o 
d i s p l a y h i s bad Greek, and l a y c l a i m t o A t t i c a as the descendant o f 
59 
Medos?) and d e p a r t e d f o r h i s own camp. The I o n i a n s got word t o 
M i l t i a d e s t h a t the P e r s i a n s would a t t a c k , and the f i r s t s i g n o f t h e i r 
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advance would be a squadron o f c a v a l r y sent i n advance o f the main army 
to n e u t r a l i z e P r o b a l i n t h o s and secure the road between Mt. A g r i e l i k i and 
the sea. Using c a v a l r y t o "dog" the enemy i n advance o f the i n f a n t r y 
was a t a c t i c f a m i l i a r t o the Byzantine w o r l d o f the t e n t h c e n t u r y , and 
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t h i s was o n l y a v a r i a t i o n o f i t . 
Using the i n f o r m a t i o n the I o n i a n s gave him t o advantage, M i l t i a d e s 
drew up h i s l i n e i n the t r e e s around the H e r a k l e i o n and, when the P e r s i a n 
f o o t had advanced as c l o s e as e i g h t s t a d e s , launched an a t t a c k on i t w i t h 
a l l the speed he c o u l d muster. The c a v a l r y got back i n time t o take p a r t 
i n the b a t t l e but not to a l t e r i t s outcome. Thus M i l t i a d e s d e s t r o y e d the 
P e r s i o n Ta^i-c, a t Marathon, and so the s a y i n g x mPi<; tnnetc, was a t t a c h e d t o 
t a c t i c s t h a t d e s t r o y e d b a t t l e f o r m ations o f i n f a n t r y . 
T h i s l e g e n d , o r something l i k e i t , may have g i v e n r i s e t o the 
aphorism t h a t the Suda r e p o r t s , but i t has no c l a i m t o be h i s t o r i c a l . 
The B y z a n t i n e s , l i k e o u r s e l v e s , and l i k e the P e r s i a n s i n D a t i s ' army who 
saw the h o p l i t e l i n e b e a r i n g down on them, must have wondered how an 
i n f a n t r y f o r c e c o u l d d e f e a t a s u p e r i o r f o r c e supported by c a v a l r y . ^ 
The legend e x p l a i n e d the d i f f i c u l t y . But the d i f f i c u l t y has been i n p a r t 
c r e a t e d by our own p r e c o n c e i v e d o p i n i o n s about the P e r s i a n c a v a l r y and 
how i t fought. I t was not n e c e s s a r i l y p o s t e d on the f l a n k s where i t might 
have saved the P e r s i a n wings from d e f e a t ; a t Cunaxa i n 401 B.C., 
A r t a x e r x e s I I had s i x thousand horse s t a t i o n e d i n the c e n t r e i n f r o n t o f 
h i s own p o s i t i o n , T i s s a p h e r n e s ' horse on the l e f t , and a p p a r e n t l y none 
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on the r i g h t . Nor were the c a v a l r y s i m p l y mounted a r c h e r s who rose up 
t o the enemy, sh o t , and then wheeled. The c a v a l r y i n Xerxes' army had 
the same armour as the i n f a n t r y , except f o r the S a g a r t i a n s , who fought 
w i t h bronze daggers and l a s s o e s . ( H d t . 7.84-85). They c o u l d , l i k e the 
cavalrymen i n a r c h a i c Greece, g i v e t h e i r mounts t o t h e i r s q u i r e s and 
f i g h t on f o o t : a u s e f u l a d a p t a b i l i t y i f t h e i r mounts were k i l l e d i n 
b a t t l e . They had bows, but they c o u l d f i g h t w i t h o t h e r weapons; on a 
sarcophagus from Clazomenae now i n the B r i t i s h Museum*'3 they are shown 
c h a r g i n g Greek h o p l i t e s w i t h c u t l a s s e s . P e r s i a n armour was l i g h t ; 
cavalrymen wore c h a r a c t e r i s t i c bonnets w i t h loose f l a p s i n s t e a d o f 
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helmets, and c u i r a s s e s o f m a i l l o o k i n g l i k e f i s h s c a l e s (Hdt. 7.61.1). 
Co n t i n g e n t s o f h e a v i l y - a r m o u r e d horse do not appear i n the P e r s i a n army 
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u n t i l the time o f D a r i u s I I I , as f a r as we know although t h i s was a 
type o f c a v a l r y t h a t was b e i n g developed by the Massagetae around the 
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66 A r a l Sea as e a r l y as the s i x t h c e n t u r y , and the m a i l worn by M a s i s t i u s 
a t P l a t a e a was perhaps an e a r l y example o f t h i s , f o r he c o u l d be k i l l e d 
o n l y by a blow i n the eye (Hdt. 9.22.2). 6' But he seems t o have been an 
i s o l a t e d example. I t would appear t h a t , i n hand-to-hand combat w i t h 




s t i r r u p s nor a t r u e s a d d l e , but much depended on how w e l l h i s animal 
was schooled. P e r s i a n c a v a l r y horses were t r a i n e d t o do the levade 
and a t t a c k w i t h t h e i r hoofs; Herodotus t e l l s the s t o r y o f one mount 
b e l o n g i n g t o the P e r s i a n commander on Cyprus d u r i n g the I o n i a n R e v o l t , 
A r t y b i u s , t h a t had been t r a i n e d not merely t o r e a r and s t r i k e out w i t h 
i t s hoofs but t o a t t a c k w i t h i t s t e e t h as w e l l (Hdt. 5.110-112). I t was 
a d i f f i c u l t manoeuvre f o r a f o o t s o l d i e r t o counter single-handed, and 
A r t y b i u s was brought down by a h o p l i t e and h i s s q u i r e working as a team: 
one a t t a c k e d the r i d e r and the o t h e r the horse. We cannot c o n t e s t the 
argument t h a t the P e r s i a n s had n o t h i n g t o match a h o p l i t e phalanx f i g h t -
i n g i n deep f o r m a t i o n , ^ 0 but i f the h o p l i t e l i n e f e l l i n t o d i s o r d e r , t h e i r 
c a v a l r y c o u l d be e f f e c t i v e a g a i n s t i t . 
I f D a t i s and Artaphernes had had a s u b s t a n t i a l number o f c a v a l r y 
c o v e r i n g t h e i r f l a n k s , they might have countered M i l t i a d e s ' t a c t i c s 
e f f e c t i v e l y . However, f i r s t , we cannot be sure where the P e r s i a n s p l a c e d 
t h e i r c a v a l r y o r how they used them, and second, we cannot assume t h a t 
they had a s u b s t a n t i a l number, as s h o u l d be c l e a r from what f o l l o w s . 
D a r i u s ' o r d e r s f o r mustering the i n v a s i o n f l e e t s p e c i f i e d veac 
i t liaxpdc xal Innaywya nXota: the former were t r i r e m e s , whereas i t appears 
t h a t the l a t t e r were not (Hdt. 6.48.2). We encounter t h i s s p e c i a l i z e d 
type o f v e s s e l a g a i n i n Xerxes' f l e e t , where they are c a l l e d " s m a l l h o r s e -
c a r r y i n g b o a t s " (Hdt. 7.97).^''" The a d j e c t i v e i s o f some importance, f o r 
i t makes i t c l e a r t h a t these were not the s o r t o f t r a n s p o r t s t h a t Athens 
used i n the Peloponnesian War, which c a r r i e d t h i r t y horses each and were 
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an a d a p t a t i o n o f the t r i r e m e d e s i g n , w i t h s i x t y rowers. Horses were 
not an easy cargo. The k n i g h t s i n A r i s t o p h a n e s ^ 3 who p r a i s e t h e i r b e a s t s 
f o r l e a p i n g on board t h e i r t r a n s p o r t s , h e l p i n g out w i t h the o a r s , and 
making do w i t h crabs f o r food r a t h e r than a l f a l f a , are e x a g g e r a t i n g the 
v i r t u e s o f good c a v a l r y mounts. Horses, i f they are n o t prone t o c o l i c , 
can s u b s i s t on s t r a n g e and inadequate d i e t s f o r s h o r t p e r i o d s , and, on 
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campaigns, o f t e n d i d , but as the cavalryman i n Aesop's Fables d i s c o v e r e d , 
a horse t h a t i s f e d o n l y roughage w i t h o u t a supplement o f b a r l e y w i l l 
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become too weak t o perform i t s d u t i e s . However, we should not exaggerate 
the f r a g i l i t y o f the a n c i e n t horse. The mounts the P e r s i a n s u s e d 7 5 were 
g e n e t i c a l l y much c l o s e r t o steppe ponies than t o E n g l i s h thoroughbreds, 
and c o u l d s u r v i v e on d i e t s t h a t would shock any modern v e t e r i n a r i a n . 
N e v e r t h e l e s s , b r i n g i n g a l a r g e f o r c e t o Marathon would have posed d a u n t i n g 
l o g i s t i c a l problems. The t r a n s p o r t s were s m a l l s h i p s c a r r y i n g perhaps 
f o u r o r f i v e b easts each, and though the voyage from Samos t o Euboea 
need not have been p a r t i c u l a r l y arduous, f o r the horses may have been 
unloaded f o r e x e r c i s e on some o f the i s l a n d s which D a t i s touched, y e t 
the p r o v i s i o n o f fodder and water must have been d i f f i c u l t . I t i s not 
r e a l i s t i c t o t h i n k t h a t D a t i s had a l a r g e c a v a l r y u n i t a t h i s d i s p o s a l . 
For a f o r c e o f 1,000 horse, 7** some two hundred t r a n s p o r t s o r more would 
have been necessary. The number i s too h i g h . D a t i s p r o b a b l y had no more 
than two hundred horse on the day o f b a t t l e , and even t h a t e s t i m a t e may 
be too generous. 
I n any r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the b a t t l e , t h e r e f o r e , we can count on two 
c o n c l u s i o n s which, i f not proved, are a t l e a s t h i g h l y p r o b a b l e . The 
f i r s t i s t h a t the P e r s i a n c a v a l r y was not p o s t e d on the wings though 
some p a r t o f i t , a t l e a s t , c o u l d have been p o s t e d i n the c e n t r e , t o p r o -
t e c t the p o s i t i o n o f the commanding g e n e r a l . The second i s t h a t i t s 
number was s m a l l . Two hundred i s a guess, but i t i s a r e asonable one. 
The B a t t l e 
I t i s hard t o propose any r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f Marathon t h a t i s o r i g i n a l . 
Yet perhaps t h a t i s not a f a u l t , f o r some o f the most o r i g i n a l t h e o r i e s 
t h a t have been proposed i n the p a s t have been f a s c i n a t i n g f i c t i o n s , 
f l o a t i n g on a i r w i t h o u t s o l i d evidence t o support them. We must s t a r t 
w i t h Herodotus, f o r though he may have not a s s i g n e d the b a t t l e the impor-
tance t h a t l a t e r Athenians t r a d i t i o n d i d , o r t h a t we do, what he says i s 
p r o b a b l y a c c u r a t e as f a r as i t goes. The f a c t t h a t i t i s so l i t t l e 
contaminated by legend i s a p o i n t i n i t s f a v o u r . The value o f the legends 
i s more d i f f i c u l t t o a s s e s s . The a r r i v a l o f the Spartans the day a f t e r 
the b a t t l e , which P l a t o r e p o r t s , 7 7 i s p r o b a b l y a case o f d r a m a t i c f o r e -
s h o r t e n i n g , and the number g i v e n by l a t e r t r a d i t i o n f o r the s i z e o f the 
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Greek army i s reckoned on a rough count o f 1,000 h o p l i t e s p e r t r i b e , 
but the legend t h a t gave r i s e t o the aphorism x r o P ^ t n i u t q may be based 
15 
upon an event t h a t Athens c o n s i d e r e d o f no importance, but t h a t I o n i a n 
t r a d i t i o n c h e r i s h e d . No r e c o n s t r u c t i o n should make i t the c o r n e r s t o n e 
of the e d i f i c e , but i t s h o u l d , a t l e a s t , e x p l a i n i t . 
A r e c o n s t r u c t i o n must a l s o account f o r the movements o f the P e r s i a n 
army on the day o f b a t t l e , f o r i t appears t h a t , b e f o r e the Greeks launched 
t h e i r o n s l a u g h t , the P e r s i a n s had advanced south, s k i r t i n g the deme o f 
Marathon which may have p a r t i a l l y hidden t h e i r movements from the Greeks 
u n t i l they got p a s t i t . M i l t i a d e s had t o see t h e i r b a t t l e l i n e f i r s t b e f o r e 
he c o u l d draw up h i s own t o match i t s l e n g t h . The P e r s i a n s may have been 
s u r p r i s e d a t the h o p l i t e charge, but they were i n b a t t l e o r d e r none the 
l e s s . What was t h e i r o b j e c t i v e ? From the d i r e c t i o n o f t h e i r march, we 
can i n f e r t h a t they were prepared t o o f f e r b a t t l e i f n e c e s s a r y , but i f 
the A t h e n i a n s d e c l i n e d , then they i n t e n d e d t o secure P r o b a l i n t h o s , move 
alo n g the road between Mt. A g r i e l i k i and the sea, and do what the 
P i s i s t r a t i d s had done i n 546 B.C.: advance upon Athens. 
The P e r s i a n s , guided by the aged H i p p i a s , landed a t Marathon w i t h 
the r e a s o n a b l e hope t h a t h i s t o r y would rep e a t i t s e l f . H i p p i a s was r e l i v i n g 
h i s youth. We can c o n j e c t u r e t h a t D a t i s and H i p p i a s sent out p r o c l a m a t i o n s 
a t l e a s t t o the T e t r a p o l i s o f Marathon and perhaps f u r t h e r a f i e l d , and 
p r o b a b l y they d i d more than t h a t : Marathon and T r i k o r y n t h o s a t l e a s t may 
have been sacked. The c a v a l r y must have been very u s e f u l a t t h i s stage 
o f the campaign. But the P e r s i a n s a l l o w e d the Athenian army t o camp a t 
the H e r a k l e i o n where i t commanded the road between Mt. A g r i e l i k i and the 
sea, and o f f e r e d some p r o t e c t i o n t o P r o b a l i n t h o s . As time went on, they 
must have r e g r e t t e d t h e i r e r r o r , f o r there was no o t h e r p r a c t i c a b l e road 
f o r them to take to Athens. The response o f the P i s i s t r a t i d s u p p o r t e r s 
was d i s a p p o i n t i n g . P r o b a b l y H i p p i a s had exaggerated the degree o f h i s 
support; p r o b a b l y , t o o , many whose sympathies l a y w i t h the P i s i s t r a t i d s 
were n e v e r t h e l e s s l o y a l Athenians and not ready t o medize. Moreover, 
D a t i s and Artaphernes must have known the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the f u l l moon 
and guessed t h a t the Spartans would come to h e l p as soon as they were 
f r e e o f t h e i r taboo. That i n f o r m a t i o n H i p p i a s was q u a l i f i e d to supply. 
The P e r s i a n s were c o n f i d e n t , but they p r e f e r r e d t o f i g h t t h e i r enemies 
s e p a r a t e l y , and they determined to f o r c e a d e c i s i o n before the Spartans 
a r r i v e d . 
On the day o f b a t t l e , they moved from t h e i r bivouac south and e a s t 
o f the "Great Marsh," p a s t the dene o f Marathon, and made f o r the road 
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between A g r i e l i k i and the sea. I would c o n j e c t u r e — i f the Suda's 
evidence i s worth a n y t h i n g — t h a t they sent most o f t h e i r c a v a l r y ahead 
to n e u t r a l i z e P r o b a l i n t h o s and scout the road to Athens, and t h a t i t got 
t e m p o r a r i l y o u t o f touch w i t h the main army, as i t advanced a c r o s s the 
p l a i n , u n t i l c l o s e t o the Soros, i t encountered the Athen i a n charge. The 
s t o r y t h a t the Suda t e l l s may be based upon an a c t u a l event: perhaps 
some time b e f o r e the P e r s i a n s began t h e i r advance, a few I o n i a n s s e r v i n g 
i n the P e r s i a n f l e e t got word o f the P e r s i a n i n t e n t i o n s t o the A t h e n i a n s , 
p o i n t i n g o u t t h a t the f i r s t i n d i c a t i o n o f the P e r s i a n o f f e n s i v e would be 
a f l y i n g squadron o f c a v a l r y r i d i n g forward t o secure the road between 
Mt. A g r i e l i k i and the sea. The i n f o r m a t i o n gave M i l t i a d e s e x t r a time t o 
draw up h i s l i n e i n the sparsely-wooded area around the H e r a k l e i o n , and 
I o n i a n t r a d i t i o n remembered the courage o f these brave s p i e s . But 
Athens had i t s own quota o f legends about Marathon, and q u i c k l y f o r g o t . 
The Athenians may have had contingency p l a n s i n case they were f o r c e d 
t o f i g h t b e f o r e Spartan h e l p a r r i v e d , but what happened on the b a t t l e -
f i e l d cannot have been planned i n advance. M i l t i a d e s ' t a c t i c s were n o v e l 
and r i s k y , and they n e a r l y f a i l e d ; i n f a c t , they must have f a i l e d i f the 
At h e n i a n c e n t r e had been unable t o p i n the P e r s i a n s and Sakae o p p o s i t e 
them l o n g enough f o r the wings to r o u t the wings o f D a t i s ' army. More-
o v e r , i f our c o n j e c t u r e i s r i g h t t h a t D a t i s sent a f l y i n g squadron o f 
c a v a l r y i n advance o f h i s main f o r c e , then the Athenians were t a k i n g a 
double r i s k : they had t o i g n o r e the c a v a l r y and count on i t f a i l i n g to 
r e j o i n the main army i n time t o g i v e i t any s i g n i f i c a n t h e l p . The b a t t l e 
was l o n g and hard-f o u g h t , and i n the end the Greek c e n t r e b r o k e , but 
not b e f o r e the wings, e i g h t ranks deep, had time t o r o u t the P e r s i a n 
wings and swing i n upon the e l i t e t r o o p s o f the P e r s i a n c e n t r e b e f o r e i t s 
p u r s u i t had gone ve r y f a r EC, TT|V iieooyatav. I f the s l a v e s who were 
b u r i e d a t Marathon took p a r t i n the b a t t l e , t h e i r p o s t was behi n d the 
h o p l i t e l i n e , and t h e i r weapons, we must sus p e c t , were the j a v e l i n and 
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the bow, though i t was the h o p l i t e charge t h a t counted, and i t was o n l y 
the h o p l i t e s that the P e r s i a n s saw b e a r i n g down upon them. L a t e r t r a d i t i o n 
t r e a t e d Marathon as a h o p l i t e b a t t l e . 
The P e r s i a n s made a l a s t stand towards the south end o f the "Great 
Marsh" where t h e i r s h i p s drew i n c l o s e t o the shore t o embark the army. 
T h i s i s the stage o f the b a t t l e shown on the B r e s c i a sarcophagus, where 
two s h i p s appear i n the r i g h t background, and i n the l e f t , a h o r s e . The 
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c a v a l r y had by now r e j o i n e d the main army, but they were too few and too 
l a t e t o a f f e c t the outcome. I t was here t h a t the P e r s i a n s s u f f e r e d most 
o f t h e i r c a s u a l t i e s , p o s s i b l y because f a i n t - h e a r t e d c a p t a i n s p u l l e d away 
b e f o r e t h e i r s h i p s were f u l l y l o a d e d . In any case, o n l y seven s h i p s 
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were c a p t u r e d , but 6,400 men l o s t t h e i r l i v e s . 
The P e r s i a n voyage to Phaleron need not s u r p r i s e us. D a t i s and 
Artaphernes had t o r e p o r t a d e f e a t t o the Great K i n g , and i t would go 
b e t t e r f o r them i f they c o u l d make i t c l e a r t h a t they had l e f t n o t h i n g 
u n t r i e d . But a s i g n a l w i t h a r a i s e d s h i e l d was made t o them from some 
p o i n t on the shore; p r o b a b l y they s p o t t e d i t , and p r o b a b l y i t came from a 
P i s i s t r a t i d s u p p o r t e r . As f o r h i s i d e n t i t y , Herodotus h i m s e l f s a i d the 
l a s t word. By the time he r e c e i v e d the t r a d i t i o n s about i t , i t s p o l i t i c a l 
s i g n i f i c a n c e f a r outweighed any s t r a t e g i c importance t h a t i t ever had. 
The P e r s i a n f l e e t rode a t anchor o f f P h a l e r o n through the n i g h t , but 
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t h e y w a i t e d i n v a i n , and i n the morning, s a i l e d away. 
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f e s t i v a l , and hence by assuming an e i g h t - y e a r c y c l e f o r the A t h e n i a n 
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d e s t r u c t i o n o f c r o p s , and such a t a c t i c would have been more e f f e c t i v e 
i n J u l y , when p r o b a b l y t h e r e were s t i l l some crops unharvested on Euboea. 
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t h a t the p h y s i c a l e f f o r t was too g r e a t . P r o b a b l y , t h e r e f o r e , the 
Athenians broke i n t o a run o n l y as they approached the P e r s i a n l i n e . 
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suggests I o n i c l o g o g r a p h i c a l w r i t i n g s , p o s s i b l y D i o n y s i u s o f M i l e t u s , but 
does not r u l e out an A t t h i s . Otto C r u s i u s , Rheinisches Museum f u r 
P h i l o l o g i e 40 (1885) 316-20, f o l l o w e d by Hammond (at n. 13) 532 argues 
f o r the A t t h i d o g r a p h e r Demon. S c h r e i n e r (at n. 14) 98 argues f o r 
P h i l o c h o r u s . 
56 . . . v 
I want to thank A n g e l i k i L a i o u , Ihor Sevcenko, and Speros V r y o n i s 
f o r t h e i r a s s i s t a n c e on t h i s p o i n t . A l l agree t h a t , on p h i l o l o g i c a l 
grounds, t h e r e i s n o t h i n g t o choose between " c l i m b i n g t r e e s " and "going 
i n l a n d t o a wooded a r e a . " Note t h a t the Suda does not say t h a t the horses 
were withdrawn, much l e s s withdrawn by sea. 
25 
7 1 F o l l o w i n g the r e a d i n g nXoTa au-Lxpa. Herodotus groups the horse 
t r a n s p o r t s among the three thousand s m a l l c r a f t i n Xerxes' f l e e t . 
72 
J.S. M o r r i s o n and R.T. W i l l i a m s , Greek Oared Ships, 900-322 B.C. 
(Cambridge 1968) 248; L i o n e l Casson, Ships and Seamanship in the Ancient 
World ( P r i n c e t o n 1971) 93-94. Casson dates the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f the 




Fabulae, ed. Emile Chambry ( P a r i s 1926) no. 143. The s o l d i e r gave 
h i s horse i n wartime a r a t i o n of b a r l e y , but o n l y dxupov which would 
have had the n u t r i t i o n a l value o f bran, i n peacetime. Horses on campaign 
were a l s o f e d hay, o r l e t out t o graze, but i f the l a t t e r , they would 
have t o be guarded by combatant t r o o p s . I t was s a f e r t o hobble o r c o r r a l 
the horses and b r i n g fodder t o them, though c a r r y i n g any g r e a t amount o f 
fodder on pack-animals was s e l f - d e f e a t i n g , f o r they consumed i t themselves. 
However, the horse t r a n s p o r t s p r o b a b l y c a r r i e d hay as p a r t o f t h e i r cargo, 
and i f P l i n y ' s evidence can be taken t o mean t h a t a l f a l f a was i n t r o d u c e d 
i n t o Greece from Media a t t h i s time, i t was p r o b a b l y the r e s u l t o f a c c i -
d e n t a l seeding from hay brought t o Marathon f o r the horses. However, 
grooms c o u l d a l s o c u t grass or l e a f y boughs from the s u r r o u n d i n g c o u n t r y -
s i d e t o feed t h e i r h o r s e s , and t h i s f odder, brought t o horses t h a t are 
s t a b l e d o r hobbled, was c a l l e d X L XO C , When Darius r e t r e a t e d from S c y t h i a 
(Hdt. 4.140.3) the Scyths thought, wrongly, t h a t he would go through 
c o u n t r y where there was x l-^°? a n < ^ water, which i n d i c a t e s t h a t , i n enemy 
co u n t r y , grooms d i d not a l l o w t h e i r horses t o graze f r e e l y . For the 
P e r s i a n custom o f h o b b l i n g h o r s e s : Xenophon, Anabasis, 4.3.35. I t i s 
p o s s i b l e t h a t one o f the a t t r a c t i o n s o f Marathon was t h a t i n l a t e summer, 
when p a s t u r e i s s c a r c e i n A t t i c a , grass might s t i l l have been growing i n 
and around the marshy l a k e t h a t c o u l d be c u t f o r fodder. 
75 
I f t h e i r weight averaged 1,000 l b s . , 6.8 l b s . o f t o t a l d i g e s t i b l e 
n u t r i e n t s per horse p e r day would have been needed, and f o r t h i s , 4.92 l b s . 
b a r l e y and 6.29 l b s . d r i e d grass would do. T h i s c a l c u l a t i o n i s based on 
J.T. Abrams, "The n u t r i t i o n and f e e d i n g o f h o r s e s , " i n M. Horace Hayes, 
ed. Veterinary Notes for Horse Owners (16th ed., New York 1968) 621-37. 
However, one must not assume t h a t horses on campaign were f e d i d e a l d i e t s . 
7 ^ Hammond's e s t i m a t e (at n. 23) 39, n. 114. 
77 
Menexenus, 240C; Laws, 698E. 
78 Meyer (at n. 11) 329. 
26 
Snodgrass (at n. 70) 79-84. 
80 Xenophon Anabasis, 3.2.12 t e l l s how the Athenians vowed a goat 
t o Artemis f o r every P e r s i a n k i l l e d and p a i d the vow a t the r a t e o f 500 
per year; t h i s may be taken as evidence t h a t the Athenians counted the 
P e r s i a n dead and had an e x a c t number. For s k e p t i c i s m , see Harry C. Avery, 
"The Number o f P e r s i a n Dead at Marathon," H i s t o r i a 22 (1973) 757. 
81 
I f the f l e e t d i d not leave Marathon u n t i l the l a t e a f t e r n o o n o f 
the day o f b a t t l e ( c f . A r i s t o p h a n e s , Wasps, 1085), they must have s a i l e d 
a l l n i g h t around Sounion, and reached P h a l e r o n no e a r l i e r than the even-
i n g o f the next day b e f o r e the Spartan a r r i v a l . T h i s i m p l i e s i d e a l s a i l i n g 
c o n d i t i o n s f o r the voyage around Sounion: c f . note 22. 

